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Iris von Roten as Partner
Wilfried Mei chtry,
Verliebte Feinde, Iris und Peter von Roten.
Ztirich: Ammann Verlag, 2007

Enamoured Enemies: A Review Essay
Laura Villiger

He - patrician, Roman-Catholic, conservative and from an influential
family of the Upper Valais; she - middle-class, firmly Protestant, progressive,
and headstrong. Both strikingly attractive, intelligent and passionate, they were
immediately drawn to each other - by their differences as much as by what
they shared. The bond that gradually formed between them over six tumultuous
years, was strong enough to withstand the strains to which they exposed it. One
of its fruits was their daughter Hortensia, born in 1952; another was Iris von
Roten's Frauen im Laufgitter (1958), a caustic, minute analysis of women's
place in Switzerland during the conservative post-war era. The book caused a
heated national debate, antagonizing not just representatives of the traditional
male bastion but liberal women and feminist groups as well. In the event,
though, it left a mark on Swiss thinking, eventually helping to bring about
changes in the country's traditional gender relations.
But who was Iris von Roten? Who was the man by her side, who supported
her in all her emancipatory endeavours, who came to share her interest in free
love and eventually outdid her in amorous adventuring? What was the nature
of their relationship, fraught with tension as it was from the start? Wilfried
Meichtry, historian, Germanist, and himself a native ofLeuk, Valais, explores
these and other questions in his double biography Verliebte Feinde (Amman,
2007). What forms the basis of his careful investigation is Iris and Peter's
intense correspondence between 1943, when they started to grow closer, and
1949, when they were secretly married. During that period they wrote some
1200 letters to each other, many of which strike one as vivid and thoughtprovoking. By carefully documenting their exchanges, the author not only
traces their individual histories but also examines the dynamics of their
relationship and firmly places it in a larger socio-historical context.
How does Meichtry approach his subject? Rather than unrolling each
biography individually and chronologically, he launches straight into Peter von
Roten's young adulthood. We meet him in 1943, at the age of twenty-seven,
as he lives in Raron, a village in the Upper Valais, where his patrician forebears
- all conservative Catholics - ruled for generations. Living with him is his
domineering and excessively pious mother, his spinster aunt and one older
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brother, Ernst. We see him engaged in managing the von Roten estate, running
his own small law office, representing the Catholic-conservative party in the
cantonal parliament of the Valais, writing articles for the canton's main
newspaper Walliser Landbote and holding various other public offices.
Enough, it seems, to keep a young man busy and, arguably, happy.
Characteristically, however, while all this was going on, Peter was
dreaming of an entirely different existence. A semester abroad, at the
Sorbonne, while he had been studying towards his law degree, had kindled his
interest in literature, philosophy and art - subjects he had been drawn to since
his schooldays at the convent school in Brig; moreover, it showed him the
clash between urban life, with its liberating anonymity, and the suffocating
existence of his home town: "Only in the city can one be human," he
commented in his diary in 1936. Back in Switzerland, he was faced with a
mother intent on getting him suitably married off as fast as possible and by the
many other pressures imposed by the large von Roten clan. Peter's way of
dealing with the situation would be characteristic of him all his life: while
cultivating a nonchalant exterior, he managed to keep the necessary distance
and remain non-committal. This enabled him, apart from attending to many
duties simultaneously, to entertain some dozen parallel correspondences with
eager marital candidates.
Iris Meyer, however, instantly struck him as different when he first met her
as a fellow student the University of Bern, and in a way that made it impossible
for him to remain distant. Cool, bright, elegant and independent, she seemed
aloof and seductive at the same time - a 'stone goddess', as he called her. In
fact, Iris Meyer suffered intensely under what she felt to be people's coldness
and indifference. Having been brought up by a dominant and self-centred
father, a small industrialist on the upper Lake of Zurich, and a mother who,
feckless and apathetic, had never mustered much interest in her children, Iris
felt intensely unloved - an affliction that would plague her throughout her life.
As a result, on meeting Peter, she felt flattered by his interest yet deeply
doubtful of his underlying motives. The dynamics that developed between the
two could not have been more fraught: mutual projections, suspicions,
recriminations alternated with temporary reconciliations and renewed
accusations, frequently stretching the fragile friendship beyond breaking point.
Particularly Iris could be harsh and uncompromising: when at the beginning of
their acquaintance Peter once took her out to see a French film with Jean
Gabin, started a discussion on religion and, in the event, awkwardly placed a
kiss on her cheek, she responded with an instant slap and left him on the spot.
The two weren't to talk to each other any more for several years.
But Iris' high ideals and her unwillingness to compromise also had their
positive side. Throughout the intensive correspondence preceding their
marriage, she constantly challenged Peter to reflect on love, personal
autonomy, society and women's liberation. (Conspicuously absent in their
discussions, as Meichtry rightly points out, are references to the wider political
context, for after all, these were the war years, and world history was taking
place in their closest vicinity.) Iris's great gift for writing, as well as her interest
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol44/iss2/6
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in cultural matters drew her to journalism. So after earning her law degree, she
worked as a journalist for various women's magazines, most notably the
Schweizerspiegel, a progressive cultural magazine of the time.
Despite the constant ups-and-downs between them, the intense
correspondence and the occasional encounters between Iris and Peter gradually
made it clear that marriage was the only viable form in which to continue their
relationship. However, while Peter saw Iris's conversion to the Catholic church
as a sine qua non, she considered it a means of repression and subjugation, thus
resisting it. Ironically, once she did come round to the idea, after many
tormented letter exchanges, Peter's mother took it into her hands to prevent it.
Ironically, too, this was the final incentive for Peter to yield to Iris's will: a
hasty secret wedding was arranged in Fribourg in July 1946, with just a few
friends present and no family. Iris remained Protestant.
Not surprisingly, unconventional as their courting and wedding had been,
their marriage was not going to be run-of-the-mill, either. Not surprisingly,
either, Peter's family reacted to Iris with hostility. While she was briefly
staying at the von Roten house in Raron before the young couple moved to
Visp, a neighbouring village of Raron, his mother wrote to her daughter: "Dr.
Iris doesn't come down before luncheon; she leaves for Visp with Peter at 1 pm
and only returns at 7 pm. She isn't paying much attention to us (thank
goodness!)." The beginning of 1947 saw the opening of Iris and Peter's joint
law office in Visp. At the same time, Peter was elected president of the Great
Council of the Valais and nominated for election to the National Council. By
contrast, Iris's career start proved a disappointment - not only did she fail to
get mandates unless Peter arranged for it, but many of their clients simply
regarded her as Peter's secretary. To make matters worse, women issues were
practically unheard of in the Upper Valais, and no interest was shown in Iris's
efforts to encourage a public debate on them. Unwilling to bow to the
traditional dictates of her new home, Iris confronted her husband with her ideas
of a radically open relationship. For her, as in professional life, what counted
in sexuality was absolute self-determination. This implied being entirely free
to do as one liked despite being married. Her radical position must be seen in
the context of women's legal situation in Switzerland at the time: according to
the civil code, they were virtually subject to their husband's will, sequestered
in the home and dependent on them in most matters. Iris's demands first
irritated and unsettled Peter, but gradually he began to distance himself from
the precepts of his church and began to question Catholic sex morals
increasingly. In time, feminism became the overriding concern in their joint
"programme", with Peter declaring that John Stuart Mill's The Subjection of
Women ought to be made required reading in Switzerland.
Iris's unwillingness to adjust to her new environment, coupled with a
miscarriage, led her to conclude that she had to get away from Switzerland to
further her education and career. It was characteristic of her that, although their
marriage seems to have been happy and intense, she would never make it easy
for herself and for them. Four months in England in 1947 were followed by a
sabbatical year in the United States in 1948. The time spent at the University
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of Missouri at Columbia, the University of Chicago and in Washington was
used to systematically explore the nature of gender relationships of her time,
a project she wanted to result in a book. Disappointingly for Iris, though, as far
as women's issues were concerned, post-war America proved in many ways
just as backward as Switzerland. Equally impracticable therefore proved her
idea of free love, in that none of the men she met managed to live up to her
high ideals. Even so, her observations were recorded minutely and sent home
to Peter. Instead of reproaching her for her erotic adventures, he encouraged
her to pursue them, following suit himself. Thus, as Meichtry puts it "in the
shortest time, Peter mutated from a pious upholder of moral standards to a
surreptitious epicure of erotica." Their mutual frankness regarding their sexual
adventures may alienate readers. Yet Meichtry is careful not to pass judgement.
Instead, he suggests that the very closeness created by sharing their experiences
helped to draw them to each other.
By the end of June 1949 a first version of Iris's book had been completed
and she returned to Switzerland. This marked the end of a remarkable letter
exchange that had spanned a good seven years. The couple set up home in
Basel and Iris became pregnant. True to her style, although she had long been
hoping for a child, she would not let this affect her life: when a healthy
daughter - Hortensia - was born, she was determined not to breastfeed her a decision met with incomprehension by her female contemporaries. Instead,
she returned to her manuscript. Soon the girl was sent to stay with host families
and later to boarding school in England. By the beginning of 1958 Frauen im
Laufgitter was ready for publication. At some 500 pages, it was an enormous
tour de force, a comprehensive investigation of gender relationships in Western
culture. To fully grasp the complexity of her subject and to put it into its proper
context, the author drew on her know ledge of history, sociology, psychology,
anthropology and biology. In contrast to Simone de Beauvoir's Le deu:x:ieme
sexe, whose focus had been largely philosophical, Iris wanted her work to be
a political manifesto, aiming at nothing less than fundamental equality between
the sexes. In this way, the book emerges as the product of a long struggle
against a reality she kept rejecting - one where women had still very limited
access to the professional and public arena, where men still exerted
considerable control over them, and where childbirth often meant the end of
any kind of professional career for a woman.
The book's publication caused a nationwide scandal, with most of its
reviews being negative. Even Switzerland's umbrella organisation for women
publicly distanced itself from it, not least because it coincided with the
National Women Exhibition (SAFFA), whose goal it was to celebrate
traditional female values. Although there were many readers, too, who
responded positively, the violence of the reaction made Iris withdraw her
public commitment to women matters. While Peter would continue undaunted
to lobby on gender issues in parliament, Iris cultivated her many cultural
interests: after travelling extensively in the Near East and Mediterranean, she
published her observations in another book, Vom Bosporus zum Euphrat.
Turken und Turkei (1965). And, once travelling no longer appealed- Iris was
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horrified by the advent of mass tourism and the devastation it wreaked - she
devoted herself more and more to her flower watercolours, an art form for
which she had a particular talent. Although by then the pugnacious Iris seems
to have vanished - at least publicly - Meichtry underlines that she was by no
means resigned. And even when, at the age of seventy-three, she ended her life
in 1990, he manages to show that this was not an act of desperation but a
conscious act of will, when life could no longer be lived with grace. One can
therefore hardly overestimate how strongly Iris von Roten's life, and its end,
had been governed by aesthetic principles.
Meichtry, by allowing the extant documents to speak for themselves,
succeeds in paying homage to two remarkable figures without judging them two personalities who, often challenging themselves and each other to their
limits, managed to be highly creative and productive, thereby leaving a lasting
mark on Switzerland's post-war history.

Sketch from letter of Peter von Roten to Iris on May 21, 1946
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